Book review by Chris R. Brewin
R
eview of At war with PTSD: battling post
traumatic stress disorder with virtual reality,
by Robert N. McLay. Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2012. 206 pp. ISBN: 978-142
1405575. $24.95 Hardback.
This unusual book falls somewhere between a war
memoir and a more conventional account of therapy
and research. The author led a research project that
sought to evaluate the feasibility of virtual reality as a
treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in
the military. Rather than describing this project in an
academic way, he uses it as a vehicle for a clinically rich
account of how PTSD presents within a U.S. military
culture, and the everyday difficulties encountered by a
practising military psychiatrist both at home and on
deployment in Iraq.
As McLay explains, the book is really a collection of
stories of his own experience of science and technology
interspersed with the views of others who have been on
the front lines of war and treatment. These accounts of
his military and family life, and interactions with a wide
variety of individuals he meets in the course of his work,
are used to stitch together a background about the nature
and neurobiology of PTSD, controversies concerning the
DSM, military scepticism concerning the condition, and
different methods of preventing and treating PTSD.
His involvement with virtual reality is initially accidental,
and he provides very nice descriptions of soldiers’
reactions to it and how it can form part of an overall
treatment plan.
In addition to painting a vivid picture of military life,
McLay is also good on the research process, the scientific
challenges of treatment research, and the need to balance
the conflicting demands of development companies,
ethical committees, and other stakeholders. Along the
way he explains how virtual reality therapy can be
employed but always remains dispassionate about its
potential strengths and weaknesses. This is not a book for
the PTSD expert or someone wanting a detailed guide to
VR therapy, although they will find material of interest.
Nor does it claim to offer scientific evidence about its
effectiveness. However, for the general reader who wants
an introduction to what military psychiatry involves and
how the effects of military trauma can be treated, it can
be thoroughly recommended as a humane, insightful, and
very readable book.
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